PLANT LOCAL PROVENANCE

What is provenance?
Plants of the same species vary genetically from place to place.  They may look different, and/or their tolerance to frost, dryness, waterlogging, soil types, etc. may vary.  A natural, interbreeding population is called a provenance.  As a short cut, provenance is often denoted by an area (eg "Castlemaine provenance").  The area of a provenance may be quite small (eg 2 provenances within a kilometre) or very big (eg hundreds of kilometres). 

Why does it matter?

With most species, very little is known about the effects of planting a non-local provenance plant. However genetic research shows that provenances of Gold-dust Wattle (Acacia acinacea) are so different that when they cross, they may not produce viable seeds.  Thus, putting in plants of the wrong provenance – even in gardens (especially those close to bushland) – could cause the local ones to decline.

Planting non-local provenance also makes it increasingly hard for seed-collectors to collect local provenance seeds.  For example, in Castlemaine, there aren't a lot of naturally growing Silver Wattles (Acacia dealbata), and many of these are close to planted ones, and would thus cross-pollinate with them.  This could result in only half the genes of the seeds of the natural ones being Castlemaine provenance.

This is not just an occupational frustration for seed-collectors.  It has the potential to eventually arbitrarily mix up or "globalize" plant genetics, wiping out thousands of years of evolution and natural selection.

Local provenance & genetic diversity
When doing revegetation, maintaining genetic diversity is important, but planting non-local provenance isn't normally the way to do it.  The way to maintain diverse genes is to collect seeds from many individual plants in several populations from the desired provenance (or as close to it as possible).  This is taking advantage of thousands of 
years of natural selection, which has ensured that plants in a given area both suit their current environment and have enough diverse genes to cope with environmental change.

Conserving a plant's natural range of genes in the area it grows is important when doing revegetation, where the aim is self-seeding.  In a garden where self-seeding isn't the aim, genetic diversity may not be important.

Climate change

Should plants from a hotter, drier provenance be planted instead of local provenance?  We both tend to have more faith in nature adapting itself to climate change than in human intervention, which sometimes leaves behind it a trail of well-meant disasters.  Too little is known about natural ecosystems.

If it is impossible to get, say Castlemaine provenance of a plant, and there is a choice of Muckleford or Campbells Creek provenance, it may be wiser to choose Muckleford, which is slightly drier than Castlemaine, rather than Campbells Creek, which is slightly less dry.  But choosing Mildura provenance would be unwise, partly because its soils and climate patterns are quite different, and partly because plants growing there are unlikely to be part of the same natural interbreeding population as Castlemaine.

Recommendations
Plant the closest provenance you can get to your area and its geology and climate.  For many common plants that are easily grown, this will be within one or 2 kilometres.  For a plant like Silver Banksia (Banksia marginata), which is nearly extinct in the Castlemaine area, the closest may be 30 or 40 kilometres away.

Don't expect all growers to have all provenances of all plants available at all times.  The only sure ways to get local provenance plants are to collect seeds (with permission from the land owner/manager) and grow plants yourself, or to order plants in advance (preferably 6-12 months or more before you need them).
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